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EDITORIAL
Distance Education: Past 
Contributions and Possible Futures
Taylor and Francis LtdCDIE116864.sgm10.1080/01587910500168819Distance Education0158-7919 (pri t)/1475-0198 (online)Edi ri l2 05Open and Dist nce earning Association of Australia, Inc.6 000Aug t 20r PeterSmithSeni Lectu er n Professional Education and Training Course Coordinator Master of Professional Education and Training Faculty of EducationDeakin UniversityVIC 3217Australia+ 1 3 5227 14522014pjbs@d akin du.auThis special issue of Distance Education explores and celebrates the unique contribu-
tions that distance education has made to the development of individuals, communi-
ties, nations, and the economic circumstances of mankind. It also explores what the
future may hold for distance education. In putting together this special issue, I was
interested in views of how distance education may locate itself in a context of
convergence between what has been the province of distance education, and the
broader educational delivery processes that are adopting distance-like teaching and
learning methods across a much wider spectrum of educational endeavour. My own
interest in convergence goes back some way, to a paper I delivered at the Interna-
tional Council of Distance Education conference in Melbourne in 1985. That paper
triggered the book Distance education and the mainstream: Convergence in education,
which I edited with Mavis Kelly in 1987 (Smith & Kelly, 1987).
Hence, this special issue entitled “Distance Education: Past Contributions and
Possible Futures” has been developed from a long-standing personal interest in
convergence, and from a continuing more general currency surrounding the conver-
gence thesis. One of the contributions to this special issue, by Alistair Inglis, is a
review of the 1987 Smith and Kelly book and the more recent 1999 book edited by
Alan Tait and Roger Mills, The convergence of distance and conventional education:
Patterns of flexibility for the individual learner (Tait & Mills, 1999).
In relation to the exploration of this theme, there is value in revisiting Keegan’s
(1980) important paper in the first issue of Distance Education in which he explored a
number of definitions and descriptions of distance education that had been offered
in the literature throughout the 1970s (see Keegan, 1980, p. 33). Keegan also
identified some forms of education that were not, in his view at that time, distance
education. He concluded that distance education is defined by a separation of
teacher and learner; influenced by an educational organization; use of technical
media; provision of two-way communication; possibility of occasional meetings; and
also participation in an industrialized form of education (see Peters, 1973).
There have been several attempts at identifying different phases, or eras, through
which distance education has passed. Bates (1991) and Garrison (1985) have each
attempted to classify the generations of distance education in terms of the technologies
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that have been employed. The three generations identified by those authors are useful
here as a framework for thinking about convergence: 
● print and correspondence technology;
● audio and video technology;
● interactive communications technology, including online technology for teaching
and learning.
Now, what Keegan saw as defining distance education continues to have relevance,
but it is arguable that as we have moved towards this third generation of ICT,
including online learning and teaching, it is not that distance education has
disappeared—it is more that ICT applications to other forms of education delivery
have left distance education less uniquely distinguishable than it was at the time of
Keegan’s paper. This theme of convergence in concept through convergence of
practice is explored by several of the contributors to this special issue.
Recognition of convergence occurring began to find its way into government
statements of policy and process during the 1990s. For example, the vocational
education and training sector was early to see the opportunities that convergence
provided to enhance the learning experiences of students who studied away from
campuses, either in their homes or in their workplaces. The Australian National
Training Authority (1996), in developing its policy position to foster and encourage
flexible delivery in Australia’s vocational education and training sector wrote: 
Flexible delivery is an approach rather than a system or technique; it is based on the skill
needs and delivery requirements of clients, not the interests of trainers or providers; it
gives clients as much control as possible over what and when and where and how they
learn; it commonly uses the delivery methods of distance education and the facilities of
technology; it changes the role of trainer from a source of knowledge to a manager of
learning and a facilitator. (ANTA, 1996, p. 11)
Note here the important inclusion of the concept of using the “delivery methods of
distance education” in a context of flexible learning that is not characterized so
closely by the identifying characteristics that Keegan suggested. Flexible delivery, as
Misko (1994) suggests, includes a range of teaching and learning methods inclusive
of face-to-face, individual, and group instruction—similar to the more recent term
“blended learning.” So, while distance education is identifiable within that mix, it is
only a part of the broader concept of flexible delivery that includes other forms of
teaching and learning. As both Bill Muirhead and Jocelyn Calvert write in this
special issue, that mix of methods is by no means unusual in higher education as
well. Bill Muirhead refers to and discusses Cairncross’ (1997) suggestion that new
technologies would lead to the “death of distance.” However, the contributors to
this special issue do not share the view that distance education is dead—indeed, it is
more strongly argued that distance education methods are alive and well, and
finding applications, forms, and contexts beyond those that Keegan saw in 1980.
At the same time, distance education is not delivered in a homogeneous way
across the world. While the impacts of ICTs on distance education are strong in the
developed world, with its considerable investment in ICT infrastructure, those
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impacts are felt differently in other parts of the world and, in some places, are yet to
be felt at all.
Not only do the technologies and other forms of delivery available to distance
education vary across the globe but so too do the contexts and organization of
delivery, the clientele, and the expectations. For that reason we have, in this special
issue, provided contributions from a number of quite different parts of the world,
namely: 
● Cynthia White—New Zealand;
● Saleem Badat—South Africa;
● Santosh Panda—India;
● Jocelyn Calvert—Australia;
● Bill Muirhead—Canada;
● Fahad Saba—United States of America.
Each of these contributors has been selected on the basis of their previous contribu-
tions to the thinking around the issues addressed in the special issue, and also
because each of them is in a position to provide a broader than single-institution
perspective, and bring a national or international perspective.
Contributors were also given some greater licence than is normally the case in
Distance Education, where there is an expectation of tightly argued conceptual or
evidence-based papers. For this special issue of the journal, contributors were
requested to write with those usual expectations in mind, but were also invited to be
a little more reflective, speculative, and even provocative, than they might be usually.
As you read the papers in this special issue you will see this willingness of the authors
to adopt a somewhat more liberal approach.
A focus on the contributions that distance education has made to the development
of individual learners is provided in the paper by Cynthia White. The paper reviews
the literature to assess the contributions that distance education has made to
individual learners around the themes of access, adjustment of learners to the new
environment, individual development, knowledge of learner contexts, and the
learners’ perspectives of distance education. Cynthia argues that technological
responses to distance education are inadequate by themselves, and that the research
and experience base within the field of distance education provide a useful basis for
critique of new and future trends in educational provision and delivery to yield richer
understandings of learners and practitioners.
The contribution from South Africa is written by Saleem Badat, the Chief
Executive Officer of the South African Council on Higher Education. Saleem’s
paper explores the need for, and the increase in, diversity in higher education in
terms of provision and clientele, in a context of the economic and social challenges
of post-apartheid South Africa. His exploration of the “convergence thesis” as it
applies to distance education in that country is provided in considerable detail, and
reaches the conclusion that, although there are many individual examples of conver-
gence, the majority of institutions in that country are typically characterized either as
distance or as face-to-face. The paper explores some of the consequences of possible
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convergence, and explores issues of policy to do with differentiating institutions and
their roles, locating provision in an equitable way, financing, quality assurance, and
the development of expertise and learning resources.
The contributions of distance-delivered higher education to national development
in India are explored in Santosh Panda’s contribution to the special issue. Santosh
tracks the growth of provision and participation in distance education across India
and argues cogently that access and equity, together with effective use of ICT,
represent the major drivers for the expansion and sustainability of distance educa-
tion within India. On the basis of the evidence he reviews in the paper, he concludes
that distance education has been a major contributor to professional skills and
knowledge development, to social and community development, and to the broad-
ening of access to people who would not otherwise have been able to participate in
education at all.
A focus on distance education as a field of practice as well as a field of study forms
the substance of Jocelyn Calvert’s contribution. She discerns a shift from the
government-run agendas of the 1980s to a more institution-based set of agendas that
started to be foregrounded in the late 20th century. She moves on to some discus-
sion of the changing nature of the clientele, through to an exploration of the
methods employed by distance education, and how these are impacted upon by
technologies now available. One of several points she makes here is that it is not just
distance education that is challenged by new technologies, but that all forms of
educational provision and delivery are so challenged. She concludes the paper with a
discussion of the changing profile of the people who become involved in research in
distance education, and poses a number of questions to guide possible future
directions in distance education research.
Bill Muirhead writes from his perspective as President of the Canadian Associa-
tion of Distance Education (CADE), and as a senior member of the learning
technologies function within the University of Ontario Institute of Technology. Bill
addresses the issue of what he sees as uncertainties in the future of distance educa-
tion through a review of developments within CADE. He poses a set of provocative
questions that serve as focal points for his discussion on the location of distance
education within the broader educational context that has been unfolding in the last
years of the 20th century, and into the 21st century. Bill concludes by locating
distance education as a strong contributor to a more seamless educational paradigm
that expects a majority of education practitioners to include components of distance
education in all forms of delivery.
Writing from a US perspective, Farhad Saba reviews the involvement in distance
education of the various sectors of formal education, and moves on to identify
distance education activity within the military and the business sectors. Farhad
takes the opportunity within his paper to identify a number of future trends and
the impacts these may have on learners, instructors, organizational structures, and
the discipline of distance education. The paper takes a predictive stance about
what the future may hold for distance education and its stakeholders, and explores
these in a reflective way.
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
8:4
1 1
9 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
Editorial 163
Each of the papers attests to the significant contributions that distance education
has made to education and training across the globe. Each also emerges
optimistically from a discussion of convergence. It is possible to suggest that distance
education has made two extraordinarily important unique contributions. The first of
these has been the provision of education and training to clienteles who would not
otherwise have been able to participate. That has been a handsome contribution in
terms of the development of human, social, and intellectual capital, not to ignore
enhanced senses of self-worth and self-actualization that have been enjoyed by
individuals. The second important contribution, I suggest, has been the pioneering
of design, delivery, and support for learners who are not contiguous with their
teacher in time or place. The inclusion of these methods as part of, or even as a
substitute for, more traditional forms of education is a legitimization of distance
education in every sense.
In reading the special issue, I would challenge you to reflect on what you believe
the future holds for distance education in terms of its contributions to individuals,
organizations, communities, and nations in your part of the world. Also, the
challenge is to reflect on how the issues of convergence may impact on those contri-
butions, on us as individual members of the distance education fraternity, and our
professional associations. How do we position ourselves to maximize our contribu-
tions of knowledge and experience as distance educators; how does our discipline
gain recognition for those contributions and how does it develop as a consequence of
those contributions? The future is the period of time that we can influence—so how
do we best influence it for the stakeholders we serve, and for ourselves?
References
Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) (1996). National flexible delivery taskforce, final
report. Brisbane: Australian National Training Authority.
Bates, A. W. (1991). Third generation distance education. Research in Distance Education, 3(2),
10–15.
Cairncross, F. (1997). The death of distance: How the communications revolution is changing our lives.
Boston: Harvard Business School Press.
Garrison, D. R. (1985). Three generations of technological innovation in distance education.
Distance Education, 6(2), 235–241.
Keegan, D. J. (1980). On defining distance education. Distance Education, 1(1), 13–36.
Misko, J. (1994). Flexible delivery: Will a client-focused system mean better learning? Adelaide:
Adelaide National Centre for Vocational Education Research.
Peters, O. (1973). Die didaktische Struktur des Fernunterrichts. Untersuchungen zu einer industrialisi-
erten Form des Lehrens und Lernens. Weinheim: Beltz.
Smith, P. J., & Kelly, M. (Eds.). (1987). Distance education and the mainstream. London: Croom
Helm.
Tait, A., & Mills, R. (Eds.). (1999). The convergence of distance and conventional education: Patterns
of flexibility for the individual learner. London and New York: Routledge.
Peter J. Smith
Guest Editor
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
8:4
1 1
9 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
